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Above: Green front cover and, afterwards, final lines of the original printing of 
William Butler Yeats’s poem, “Easter, 1916”  

             



Here is the standard version of the poem. Ensure that you have looked up and understand the meaning of 
the terms highlighted in yellow.  

Easter, 1916 
Stanza #1 begins (line 1) 

1 I have met them at close of day 
2 Coming with vivid faces 
3 From counter or desk among grey 
4 Eighteenth-century houses. 
5 I have passed with a nod of the head 
6 Or polite meaningless words, 
7 Or have lingered awhile and said 
8 Polite meaningless words, 
9 And thought before I had done 
10 Of a mocking tale or a gibe      
11 To please a companion 
12 Around the fire at the club, 
13 Being certain that they and I 
14 But lived where motley is worn: 
15 All changed, changed utterly: 
16 A terrible beauty is born. 

Stanza #2 begins (line 17) 
17 That woman’s days were spent   [Constance Markievicz 
18 In ignorant good will, 
19 Her nights in argument 
20 Until her voice grew shrill. 
21 What voice more sweet than hers 
22 When young and beautiful, 
23 She rode to harriers? 
24 This man had kept a school   [Patrick Pearse 
25 And rode our wingèd horse. 
26 This other his helper and friend   [Thomas MacDonagh 
27 Was coming into his force; 
28 He might have won fame in the end, 
29 So sensitive his nature seemed, 
30 So daring and sweet his thought. 
31 This other man I had dreamed   [John MacBride 
32 A drunken, vain-glorious lout. 
33 He had done most bitter wrong 
34 To some who are near my heart, 
35 Yet I number him in the song; 
36 He, too, has resigned his part 
37 In the casual comedy; 
38 He, too, has been changed in his turn, 
39 Transformed utterly: 
40 A terrible beauty is born. 
  



Stanza #3 begins (line 41) 
41 Hearts with one purpose alone 
42 Through summer and winter, seem 
43 Enchanted to a stone 
44 To trouble the living stream. 
45 The horse that comes from the road, 
46 The rider, the birds that range 
47 From cloud to tumbling cloud, 
48 Minute by minute change; 
49 A shadow of cloud on the stream 
50 Changes minute by minute; 
51 A horse-hoof slides on the brim, 
52 And a horse plashes within it 
53 Where long-legged moor-hens dive, 
54 And hens to moor-cocks call. 
55 Minute by minute they live: 
56 The stone’s in the midst of all. 

Stanza #4 begins (line 57) 
57 Too long a sacrifice 
58 Can make a stone of the heart. 
59 O when may it suffice? 
60 That is heaven’s part, our part 
61 To murmur name upon name, 
62 As a mother names her child 
63 When sleep at last has come 
64 On limbs that had run wild. 
65 What is it but nightfall? 
66 No, no, not night but death; 
67 Was it needless death after all? 
68 For England may keep faith 
69 For all that is done and said. 
70 We know their dream; enough  
71 To know they dreamed and are dead. 
72 And what if excess of love 
73 Bewildered them till they died? 
74 I write it out in a verse— 
75 MacDonagh and MacBride 
76 And Connolly and Pearse 
77 Now and in time to be, 
78 Wherever green is worn, 
79 Are changed, changed utterly: 
80 A terrible beauty is born. 
     

September 25, 1916 
••• 
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As a means to better understand “Easter, 1916,” let’s read Sections I and II of “Shades and Angels 1916-
1917,” which is Chapter 2 of the second and final volume of Roy F. Foster’s authorized biography, W.B. 
Yeats: A Life (Oxford University Press, 2003). An Irish academic based at the University of Oxford in the 
UK, Foster had unparalleled access to Yeats’s papers  Here are some preliminary notes to help make Foster’s 
argument clearer. 

 
• In the chapter, Foster uses “WBY” to refer to William Butler Yeats. 
• John Redmond (first mentioned on p. 44) was a leading Irish nationalist politician who, controversially, 
urged Irish men to sign up for and serve in the British army, as volunteer soldiers, during the Great War 
(World War I). 
• The Irish Republican Brotherhood (p. 44) — also known as the IRB or the Fenians — was one of the main 
Irish revolutionary organizations. Foster indicates that “a dissident IRB wing” (45) was responsible for 
pushing ahead with the Easter 1916 Rising, beginning on Easter Monday (April 24th) of 1916. Within that 
group, a key leader was Patrick Pearse (p. 44), a lawyer-turned-teacher who founded and ran a progressive 
school for boys: St. Enda’s (p. 46). During the Rising, Pearse served as the chief rebel commander, and he 
was among the first three of the 16 rebel leaders executed by the British between May and August of 1916. 
• Lady Augusta Gregory (p. 45) was an Irish nationalist — a Protestant, like Yeats — who joined Yeats and 
others in founding and running the Abbey Theater (a national theater for Ireland) and who mentored 
Yeats’s literary career, opening to him her country-house estate, Coole Park, near the village of Gort, in 
County Galway, in the rural west of Ireland. 
• Although it changed later, Sinn Féin (“Ourselves”) at the time of the Rising was an Irish-nationalist 
political party, led by Arthur Griffith. Its goal was an independent Irish republic. While the British 
authorities blamed it for masterminding the Rising, it was not, in fact, involved. 
• Lolly (Elizabeth) and Lily (Susan) (p. 45) were Yeats’s two sisters; they operated an Arts and Crafts 
manufacturing business (Cuala [pronounced “cool-a”] Industries) in Dublin, which included a printing 
press (Cuala Press). Yeats also had a brother, a highly accomplished painter and illustrator, whom Foster 
refers to as “Jack.” 
• Maud Gonne (p. 46) was one of Yeats’s major love interests. She married John MacBride, who participated 
as a rebel-leader in the Easter 1916 Rising and was among the 16 leaders that the British executed (in his 
case, on May 5, 1916). He appears in Yeats’s poem as a “drunken, vain-glorious lout.” Prior to her marriage, 
Maud Gonne gave birth to a daughter, Iseult, who was 21 and living in France at the time of the Easter 1916 
Rising. During her marriage, Maud Gonne gave birth to a son: Seán MacBride. 
• The Gaelic League (p. 46) was (and remains) a cultural-nationalist organization dedicated to reviving the 
Irish language (Gaeilge) as Ireland’s everyday tongue. Patrick Pearse became prominent in the Gaelic 
League. 
• James Connolly (p. 46) was a trade-union leader who helped organize a trade-union militia, the Irish 
Citizen Army. During the Easter 1916 Rising, it participated alongside: 

à the Irish Republican Brotherhood or Fenians (a secret, oath-bound physical-force-nationalist organization); 
à the publicly visible Irish Volunteers, a nationalist militia (that split from the pro-John Redmond National Volunteers); 
à Cumann na mBán (“Women’s Council”), an all-woman nationalist militia. 

• Roger Casement (p. 46) was the sixteenth and final rebel to be executed (hanged) by the British: on August 
3, 1916. An internationally famous human-rights campaigner, he was arrested on the west coast of Ireland 
for illegally running guns into the country from Germany. Casement is the main focus of page 52. 
• The Home Rule Bill (p. 51) was a proposal — and then a statute — to give Ireland a parliament of its own: 
that is, to afford the country a large measure of self-government within the United Kingdom. Due to the 
outbreak of the Great War, the plan was frozen. 
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• The Lane pictures (p. 64) are an important collection of Impressionist paintings (many by French artists) 
that Lady Gregory and Yeats campaigned to have housed in Dublin. They claimed that that site, rather than 
the National Gallery in London, was the preference of the paintings’ late owner, Hugh Lane (Lady Gregory’s 
nephew). Foster suggests that Yeats delayed general publication of “Easter, 1916” in case its content would 
alienate the British authorities with whom he and Gregory were negotiating with the goal of securing the 
Lane paintings for Dublin. 

••• 

 
 

Above: A copy of the Proclamation (versus Declaration) of the Irish Republic, 
hurriedly printed before the Easter 1916 Rising. During the event, Patrick Pearse 

as rebel commander read the text from the front portico of the General Post Office 
in central Dublin, a strategically important building that  

the rebels commandeered as their headquarters. 
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 Here is a brief overview of the Easter 1916 Rising, 
adapted from an original article by John Dorney. 
 

The Easter Rising was a brief, unsuccessful insurrection, mostly in Dublin city, that lasted from April 24th 
until April 30th, 1916. The insurgents in Dublin amounted to 1,200 men and women from the Irish 
Republican Brotherhood (IRB or Fenians), plus three nationalist militias: the Irish Volunteers (which had 
split from the pro-John Redmond National Volunteers); the Irish Citizen Army, a socialist trade union 
group; and Cumman na mBán (“Women’s Council”), a women’s group. The aim was to terminate 
colonialism — the centuries-long political subjugation of Ireland by the British crown — and establish a 
sovereign Irish republic. 
 

Why did the National Volunteers not participate? Over 120,000 strong and led by the Irish Parliamentary 
Party’s chief, John Redmond, the National Volunteers had pledged themselves to support the British and 
the other allied powers in the Great War (World War I). Although dedicated to Irish independence, over 
30,000 National Volunteers joined the British Army. The remaining 13,000 Irish Volunteers, led by Eoin 
MacNeill, believed that “England’s difficulty” — i.e. the challenges of fighting a world war — was “Ireland’s 
opportunity” for creating an independent republic. 
 

Deeming themselves a “Military Council,” seven men planned the Easter 1916 Rising in secret. For the most 
part, they were members of the Irish Republican Brotherhood. They were: Patrick Pearse; Thomas 
MacDonagh; Tom Clarke (a veteran Fenian); Sean McDermott; Joseph Mary Plunkett; Éamon Ceannt; and 
James Connolly (leader of the Irish Citizen Army). 
 

The IRB’s Military Council had arranged for German firearms and munitions to be delivered on Good 
Friday, April 21st, 1916; however, the British discovered the shipment off the coast of County Kerry in 
southwest Ireland. At the venue (Banna Strand), they intercepted and arrested the IRB-associated rebel 
most responsible for the gun-running: Roger Casement. After the Easter 1916 Rising, Casement would be 
the last of the 16 rebel leaders that the British executed. Yeats wrote a poem about these nationalist martyrs: 
“Sixteen Dead Men.” 
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Due in part to the Casement’s arrest on Banna Strand, the leader of the Irish Volunteers, Eoin MacNeill, 
tried to call off the rebellion, originally scheduled for Easter Day (Sunday, April 23rd) — a gesture to the 
symbolism of rising from the dead (Christ on the first Easter; Ireland, it was hoped, in 1916).   
 

Specifically, MacNeill issued a “countermanding order”; however, the ultimate outcome was just the 
postponement of the rebellion by a single day, to Easter Monday, April 24th, 1916. The insurgents occupied 
strategically significant buildings around Dublin, not least: the General Post Office (GPO); the Four Courts; 
the South Dublin Union (a workhouse for the poor); St. Stephen’s Green (a public park); Boland’s Mill (a 
manufacturer of flour); and Jacob’s Biscuits (a manufacturer of crackers and cookies). From their 
headquarters, the GPO on Sackville Street (now O’Connell Street), the rebels dispatched Patrick Pearse to 
read publicly the Proclamation of the Irish Republic. Pearse occupied the role of the sought-for republic’s 
President; James Connolly occupied that of its Commander in Chief. 
 

During the ensuing days, the British deployed over 16,000 troops and artillery pieces, including a naval 
gunboat, in Dublin to suppress the Rising. Across the week of fighting, about 450 people were killed and 
over 2,000 wounded, mostly civilians. With the GPO bombarded, Patrick Pearse surrendered on Sunday, 
April 29th, 1916. The fiercest fighting took place not at the GPO but, rather, other Dublin locations, 
including: Mount Street Bridge; North King Street; and the South Dublin Union. Some risings occurred 
elsewhere in Ireland, most notably in: County Galway; the town of Enniscorthy in County Wexford; and 
the town of Ashbourne in County Meath. 
 

Of the 16 rebel leaders executed, 15 of them died in a two-week period after the surrender. Casement’s 
execution occurred in August. During and soon after the Rising, the British arrested over 3,000 and 
imprisoned over 1,400 people. Neither Dublin’s citizens nor John Redmond’s mainstream-nationalist Irish 
Parliamentary Party supported the Rising; however, public opinion shifted in the rebels’ favor for a variety 
of reasons, foremost among them being the 16 executions. In the years that followed, the Sinn Féin 
(“Ourselves”) organization, which had not participated in the Easter 1916 Rising, changed to become the 
principal political party advancing the rebels’ aims and legacy. It fundamentally altered Ireland’s political 
landscape by eviscerating the Irish Parliamentary Party in the General Election of 1918, shortly after which 
the broad-based, guerrilla-style Irish War of Independence began. 
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